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These are my last rites! 


Hal You've got to have a dark sense of humour here. If you didn't, you'd go insane very quickly. Gallows 


humour is what keeps us going. 
Gallows? Get it? 


If you don't now, you will in a minute. Some of you probably already know me. Hey! Good to see youl If you 


don't, please allow me to introduce myself. 
Okay. Enough of that. 


My name's Dan Goldberg, Singer, songwriter, frontman for the band Nine Lives, former junkie, and inmate 


number 513192. 


Yeah. You read that right. 


I'm originally from a small town in Texas before | transplanted to LA for the music. My final resting place in 
this life will be the Georgia State prison system. If | thought life in the outside world was a barrel of laughs, 
then inside is an entire laugh factory. Scream a minute here especially when they fire up Old Sparky. Which 
they do regularly. | reckon it's all those budget cuts. They need to feed us something so someone finds 
themselves riding the lightning on a fairly regular basis. Why bother using a kitchen and an oven when you've 
got a purpose built contraption that does it for you in minutes rather than hours? Just toss someone in, flip 


the switch for two minutes and BOOM! Instant meal for your inmates. 


The state switched back to electrocution a couple of years ago when the drug companies stopped handing over 
crates of killer pharmaceuticals. What drugs the prison system were using were making deaths far worse than 
they'd anticipated. So they played with the idea of hypoxia for a while but that's too "cuddly". No one wants to 
see an inmate just fall asleep. Their death needs to mirror that of their victim except with the vague illusion 
of clinical control. So Old Sparky was dusted off and plugged back in Except there's nothing clinical about 
receiving a metric ton of electricity to the body and control is a word muttered by the warden. Yes, they 
control that someone dies. But whether it's painful or not is way out of their control. 


Oh, did | mention that | have a date with Old Sparky in two weeks? Like | said, these are my last rites. 
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So y'all want to know how | ended up here, right? You'd be lying if you didn't. The world is fascinated by killers 
and how they end up on death row. There's some morbid fascination about the passage from crime to trial to 


execution. You want to know what goes on in our heads and what those final days and hours are like. 


We have a psychologist who helps us to prepare for the end No kidding. There's this guy, Chris, who sits 
outside our cells and talks everything through so that we don't go screaming and kicking to the death chamber. 
Truth be told, | feel more sorry for him than | do myself. At least | have an escape. He has to spend the rest 
of his life (or until he finds a better job in the outside world) listening to guys like me and convincing us that 
everything is going to be okay and that we won't feel any pain. 


Anyway, onto the story of how | ended up here and writing to you guys in my final days and hours. 


As you know, | was in a band. We were successful. Like, incredibly successful. We had the gold discs. We played 
in stadiums around the world to millions of adoring fans. We had everything given to us on a silver platter. We 


were untouchable. At least that's what | used to believe. 


There were five of us in Nine Lives. Brad, the drummer; Jay and David on guitars, Chad, the bassist; and 


myself on vocals. We all met in high school in Aurora, Texas. 


Aurora is tiny but beautiful. | really did love it there and miss it like you wouldn't believe. As with anything 


Texas, it always remains a part of your heart and soul, calling you to return at some point in your life. 


The population of that town was freaking tiny, man. Less than two thousand people lived there and we took the 
bus to the neighbouring town for school. It would pick us up every morning at around 630am and have us at 
the school in Rockdale for just before Bam. The days always felt long, just as they do when you're a kid. You 
spend all day sitting in a classroom and learning about things that you think you'll never need. Then, when you 
hit adulthood, you realise that school taught you about a lot more than just reading and adding shit up. They 
taught you how to be a human being and, hopefully, a decent one at that. 


There's not a lot to Aurora and, truth be told, you'd probably blink and miss it as you swept along TX-II4. But 
we're not the most famous thing to have come from that tiny town. No, that would be the reported UFO 
crash in IBT]. That's super cool to be famous for and, if you're ever passing through, make sure to go and 
check the cemetery for the little alien's grave marker. He's supposed to be buried there. Or not. It all depends 


on who you talk to and where you get your information from. 


| wasn't an academic kid by any stretch of the imagination Chad was the brains of our little group. He made 
the honour roll every year that we were there. Jay and David cruised somewhere down the middle. Good kids 


but instantly forgettable. With our long hair, ripped jeans, and various music related paraphernalia, we were the 


outcasts, the kids that ate lunch in the corner of the cafeteria and tried to stay off the bullies radars. 


Which is exactly how we all initially met. 


| remember being like twelve or thirteen and seeing this tall, scrawny kid in the school yard. He had waves of 
dark brown hair that lashed around his face like a whip as he tried to dodge the volley of projectiles that were 
being hurled at him. The kids at our school were merciless, raised on endless sun, open land, and re-runs of 
violent video games and cartoons. Entertainment was streamed in via the internet and the gore porn culture 
had yet to be made illegal. To them, violence was a normal way of life and they'd use their knowledge of ultra- 


Violence to inflict pain on anyone who stood still long enough. 
Little did | know that, at the time, this culture was breeding inside of me like a virus waiting to strike. 


Trying to be the hero, | stumbled into the fray, my fists swinging as | tried to rescue this skinny kid from a 
possible hospital admission. His hands were bloody from fending off glass shards and razor-sharp stones and 
there was a bloody gash above his right eye. 


What you have to understand is that our school was in the absolute middle of nowhere and our country was 
in a crazy, lawless period. Pretty much anything went and if you could get away with it, you did. The police had 
had their budgets cut and only ever turned up for the most drastic and violent of crimes. I'm honestly 
surprised that we didn't see the return of shit like lynchings, but there you go. It was an awful time and, from 
what | hear from the Outside, it still can be. Shit's slowly getting better. 


We fought those guys. There was about eight or nine of them against the two of us, pushing and shoving as 
we tried to get the rabid pack of kids to let us up. | didn't know what had triggered this attack but there was 
no way that | was going to let this kid go down alone. 


Life in Aurora was kind of like the small town America that you can imagine. It wasn't the prettiest of towns, 
nor the most vibrant. But it had soul. The four of us - Jay, David, Chad, and myself - would spend summers 
wandering through the dusty, sun-bleached fields. We'd hide among the spindly, water-starved trees and talk 
about everything that concerned teenage boys; girls, music, and life outside of Aurora We could see the wider 
world through the internet and social media and we wanted a part of that. We wanted to be away from the 


life that awaited us once we hit eighteen. 


What was life like? From what we saw it was pretty grim. Other than our little alien friend, Aurora really had 
nothing going for it. | don't know what it's like now but, back then, it was pretty much a settlement on the 
interstate, a place that you passed through on the way from one location to another. Most people commuted 
to Fort Worth or Dallas for work. Living up in Aurora was definitely cheaper than living down in the city and 
the commute seemed to even everything out. People got to live out in the country and have an urban life. For 
those who didn't go that route.. Well, this was a rural location so I'm sure that you can imagine that there 
was a far bit of drug making or dealing going on. 


Despite all of that, it was still a tiny, close knit community. For better or worse, everyone knew everyone else. 
Unfortunately, they also knew your business which, as a highly hormoned teenage boy with no transport 


wasn't a great situation to be in 


| lived in the older half of town with my Mom, Dad, and two sisters. My sisters, for reasons unknown to me, 
were seven and eight years older than me. At some point, Mom and Dad had obviously decided that they 
weren't happy with just two girls and wanted another spin on the baby roulette wheel. They could have gone 
and had the gender assigned. Obviously they decided that it wasn't worth the money and just to take a chance 
with nature. Nature lucked out for them and | was born just before Halloween nine months later. That may 


have been an omen but it wasn't one that they spotted back then 


There were two sides to Aurora. Our, older side with the white clapboard houses, and the newer side with the 
two-story ranch houses. Mom worked as a county clerk down in Fort Worth and while Dad worked as a stage 
hand at various theatres. We weren't poor by any stretch of the imagination. But we also weren't overly 
wealthy, Life could be restrictive at times and we never had everything that we wanted. But what kid did? We 
had the love and support of a family, a roof over our heads, and food on the table. That's all that mattered. 
My sisters both married and moved away while | was in school. Sheena went to live in New Mexico while 
Rebecca moved to Dallas. They visited from time to time but once they were gone, they truly were gone. 
Mom and Dad wanted me to go to college and then on to university but | had other ideas. 


Being creative in Aurora could be life-threatening. The general consensus was that you'd either work the land, 
cook up meth, or commute every day. Wanting to do something different wasn't in the general consensus. You 


had three choices and you had to choose wisely. 


Anyway, back to the story (I've got a feeling that I'm going to be saying that a lot. Sorry!). So you've got the 
four of us. Teenagers and all wanting to know what life holds for us. There was the ever lingering threat that 
we'd go wayward. That we'd fall into drink and drugs and never go any further than the tiny, windswept town 
on TX-II4. The one thing that we all loved was music. Our phones and devices were full of the latest bands and 
we spent hours scouring every little dark corner of the internet looking for the ones that would become "The 
Next Big Thing". We found a number of great local bands that way, musicians who'd one day become great 
friends. 


| loved those guys and | still do. Alas, | haven't heard from them in years now. They disappeared the second 
that | was sentenced and lay low for a few years before trying to form a new band. Unfortunately, in cases 
like ours, my shit stuck to them, too, and, as far as | know, their new band tanked pretty quickly. Jail, and 
especially Death Row, doesn't just affect the convicted. It damages the lives of everyone connected to them, be 
they family, friends, or band-mates. Instead of the swift, hopefully mostly painless, death that I'll get, those 
guys are will spend the rest of their lives being slowly tortured to death because of what I've done. They may 
be in the Outside World and doing what they do, but their lives are forever tainted by my name and actions. 


I've reached out to them and apologised. But I've never received a reply. At first, | resented them and their 
freedom. The least they could have done was dropped me a note. But over time | realised that thy had every 
right to walk away and put distance between us. I'll spend the rest of my life in a safe seven foot by twelve 
foot concrete box. They're the ones who have to face the wrath of the general public. They're the ones 


who've had to answer to the fans and try to keep their own names in the clear. They're the ones who are as 


innocent as the victims and should have had every chance to continue making music on the scale that they 


were. They're the ones who'll never truly be free again 


Author's Notes: 
Feedback from the last chapter has been duly noted. The time frame will change in the rewrites. Until then.. 
Sorry. You'll have to live with it. | think its only for this chapter and then it levels out. 


Nine Lives came about in the way that most bands do; sheer fucking boredom and the need to do something, 
anything, with our lives. With our chances of employment in the immediate area practically zero, we needed to 
do something. And, for four teenagers with access to unlimited amounts of music, forming a band seemed to 


be the only way to go. Not that we had anywhere to perform. Or any skills to speak of. 


As the dusty, scorchingly hot summer of our sixteenth year drew to a close, we congregated in David's 
parents garage and hammered our way though a number of songs. At that point most were covers, but there 


was the first buds of original pieces blossoming through our carnage of noise. 


Ill never forget those evenings. Balmy and with the promise of a nightly thunderstorm hanging in the air, they 
seemed to go on forever. Night always seemed to come quickly, the sun wanting to also escape the heat that 
she'd left behind. In her place were the streaks of stars that lit the darkness, handfuls of diamonds that 


appeared to have been thrown against a black canvas. 


As kids, every day dragged for an eternity, broken only by school and sleep. As an adult I've come to 
appreciate the passing of time in a completely different way, especially now. There are times that | wish that | 
could return to those halcyon days of childhood and do it all over again 


Right now | can hear footsteps out in the hallway. Our cell doors are solid steel with just a sliver of a window 
to see out. All that we can see is the grey concrete wall on the opposite side of the hallway and a tiny 
fragment of overhead light. I'll see who passes in front of my window but whether they stop is up to them. 
There's one man in this prison who makes this journey every day without fail. He walks every hallway and 
every gantry to make sure that all is in order. He stops and takes a moment to talk. And, for those of us on 


Death Row, he's a bit of a lifeline, a familiar face in a world of none. 


His name's William, Will for short, and he's been the warden of this place for longer than I've been here. He's a 
big guy, well built, and with blue eyes that will see through whatever shit you try and feed him. His hair was 
blonde when | arrived but over the years it's turned to a subtle shade of silver. He jokes that |, and the 
attention that | drew to the Row, are what turned him grey. 


His steps are slow and calculated as though he's memorising the final walks that so many have taken and that 
so many more will one day embark upon As with now, you can hear him coming and it's only on the days that 
his pace slows even more that you someone is about to go into their final days. He's a good man and treats 


you as human as long as you give him similar respect. Fuck him off and he'll make your life a living Hell. 


Like me, Will had another life before prison. Unlike me, he was on the wrong side of the law. He was a biker and 
has the scars and tattoos to prove it. Some of that mentality still lives in him but he mostly seems to have 
beaten it into submission. Prison became his life after he spent too many days behind bars. He started as a 
guard, went to university and worked his way up. Good guy is Will and | can't say that enough. 


Anyway, yes, story. You want to know how | went from small town to fame to having a date with death. You 
want to know how you (almost) get away with murder while you're famous. Sit tight and let's get this show 


back on the road. 


Our band name came from Jay. That kid was forever getting into scrapes and landed himself in hospital on 
several occasions. He's the reason we became known as Nine Lives. By the time we fell apart, thanks in no 
small part to me, he seemed to be down to his last two. As far as | know he's still alive. 


We practised, and we wrote, and we practised some more. Slowly, like butterflies from cocoons, we crept from 
our dusty smelling garage and out into the wider world. We were still too young to play bars but there were a 
number of youth clubs in the neighbouring towns that were always looking for bands. The way society was 
going with it over reliance on the internet and cheap, fast entertainment, meant that kids were running riot. 
You were hopped up on neon coloured pop songs and cartoons and on a fast track to juvie. Security spending 
had sky rocketed due to the rise in home-grown terrorism. That money had to come from somewhere and it 


was primarily pulled from social care. 


With kids on the loose after school and no one to really control them, churches and schools had stepped into 
the void to create places where we could hang out. My parents told me how their great-grandparents had 
hung out in such places. They say that history has a habit of repeating itself and, in that period, it really was. 


These groups provided food and drink and some kind of entertainment, be that sports or music. Some of them 
had sports teams that became renowned in their field. Nine Lives just created sonic chaos in the hope of 


counteracting the mayhem that we encountered in and out of school. 


But we were loved and that's all that mattered. We were four home grown kids who'd learned to hammer at 
instruments and string words into somewhat memorable lyrics. None of us came from money and none of us 
expected to get anything in return for what we were doing. Like so many of the other kids, we were looking for 


a form of escapism that wouldn't inevitably lead us to alcoholism, drugs, or a life behind bars. 

Oops. 

One of the youth clubs was in a church hall in nearby Boyd. Transport between home and the venue was Jay's 
Dad's rusting van. It was the kind of vehicle that was forever coughing and wheezing and threatening to break 
down on a dirt road miles from home. So much so that you'd have nightmares about the fucking white, rusted 


tin-can of a van. 


The church hall was, to put it bluntly, tiny. You could probably cram about forty kids in there safely. However, 


health and safety wasn't particularly observed, what with this being the middle of the nowhere at the height 
of the issues that we were facing. It was fairly normal to see sixty, seventy, eighty, or more kids in there, 
with many more mingling outside. There truly was nowhere for us to go. The youth of our country had no 
hope, no cash, and no jobs. There was nowhere for us to go and nothing for us to do. Which, as we've said 
before, explained the rise in violence that would, for those of us who weren't caught, go on to breed contempt 


in later life. 


With white painted walls and the tiniest stage, it was used to hosting the WI and local pot-luck suppers. Rowdy 
rock bands had never been on agenda when the hall was built. But here we were, ready to make as much noise 


as possible and, hopefully, literally bring the ageing roof down, 


Ill never forget that evening. It was the height of summer. School was out and everyone was desperately 
looking for something to do. Kids were milling outside of the white, wooden building. The smell of cooking hung in 
the air and juice was being drunk by the gallon. Sure, there were kids who managed to sneak alcohol in, but 
that was part of the fun. And, to be truthful, there wasn't a lot that could be done to stop us. At least we 
were drinking in a safe space rather than getting tanked and racing our cars along dirt roads before having a 


final, and fatal, meeting with a tree. 


We'd played in Boyd several times before and it was always great to see people that we'd met on our previous 
visits. Some lived in Aurora. Others travelled in from nearby towns. Their battered cars and trucks were lined 
up outside of the almost-picture-perfect hall, kids balanced on their hoods and raucous laughter filling the 

summer evening. High fives were exchanged when we climbed out of our own rust bucket and offers to carry 


gear in were plenty. 


We were wet behind the ears in those days with no clue of how to set up our equipment, nor how to properly 
tune our instruments. Most things were learned by ear or from various video websites. It wasn't unusual for 
most musicians in the area to be self taught. Music and the arts had long been stripped from the schools, 
leaving only the basics behind. 


| make it sound as though our country was some kind of apocalyptic wasteland, a place where no one visited 
and crime was the way of the day. In a way, it was. A rash of presidents had decimated our country and left 
us the laughing stock of the world Money had been siphoned away on pet projects, leaving little behind for 
anything bar the essential services. Because of that, crime in some places had risen, Fort Worth being one of 
them. Schools were struggling, too, hence the school-yard violence. But people still had money. They'd mostly 
kept their houses. Some jobs had disappeared and others had become automated Home micro-businesses were 
on the rise. And, by the time we eventually hit stadium level, everything was settling down and we were once 


more becoming known as a country where people wanted to try their chances. Land of the Free, Home of the 


Brave and all of that. 


The interior of the hall pretty much matched the exterior with white walls and the occasional crucifix hanging 
on the wall. Tattered posters telling people about fire hazards and upcoming activities fluttered in the breeze 
of a couple of wall-hung fans. 


Our instruments were mostly hand-me-downs that had been given to us by well meaning people. Brad's drum- 
kit had been put together from various pieces and he was squireling away money from odd jobs to, at some 
point, upgrade it. | was the lucky one; all | needed to do was turn up with a microphone, a stand, and a cable. 


They were the ones hauling around all the heavy gear. 


The stage in that hall.. Man, you couldn't swing a cat on it. It was low and stretched barely six foot from the 
wall. Kids were packed in so tight you could see the steam rising from their bodies. They were bored and rabid 
and ready to let loose for a couple of hours. Our nerves were riding high even though this was a return visit 


for us. But all was lost to the waves of release once Brad counted us is. 


Music, our music, soared above the heads of those before us, the notes pooling in the ceiling before crashing 

down in waves of sound. Everyone moved as one, dancing, jumping, their bodies a sea of constant motion. There 
was no identifying one person as they - and us - completely lost ourselves in that blissful summer's moment. 
They jumped on stage and danced among us. We climbed into their ocean of bodies and rode the waves of their 
hands, careening from one end of the hall to the other before being returned, safely, to the stage. We were all 
in love with one another, an island of teenage energy and hormones in the midst of a world that we believed 


hated us. 


His name was Mick Sawer and he was from Diamond Point Records out in LA. Like any good record executive, 
he'd been scouring the internet for new music. The music industry had always gone through periods of feast 
and famine and, at that point in time, was staring down the barrel of its biggest famine yet. Legacy bands - 
those who'd been active for a handful of decades - were becoming more and more expensive for people to see. 
Sure, they were still packing out stadiums but it came with a cost to the consumer. Rather than attending 
several shows in quick succession, the average music goer was picking and choosing which shows to go to. 
Often they'd only see one or two bands a year rather than following a single band on a leg of their tour. Ticket 
sales were dying and other revenue streams were slowly drying up as people became tired of seeing, and 
hearing, the same bands over and again. As with previous decades, they were looking for something, or 
someone, to define that particular moment in time and no longer wanted to see a band that they'd seen 


several times before. 


So, rather than waiting for bands to send in demos or seeing whose music peaked on streaming services, the 


record executives were back on the road and looking for fresh talent. 

And, on that particular night, one such executive had stopped by to see us. 

| remember how in awe we were. Here was a guy from the fabled city of Los Angeles, standing at the back of 
a tiny church hall in Boyd, and watching us. Not only was he watching us, but the smile he gave us after the 


show was as bright as the sun outside. 


"You guys are great!" he'd said. "Better than great! You've got exactly what we're looking. I'd love to speak with 


you and see what we can work out." 


At the time we were all under eighteen so you can imagine how well that went down. We were all ready to get 


the Hell out of Aurora and the single thing that was holding us back was our age. We needed parental 
permission to do anything and there was no way that a record label from LA was going to take a bunch of 


underage kids and hope that they wouldn't fuck shit up. 


So, like any fame-struck teenagers, we got our parents involved. | feel so sorry for my Mom and Dad. They're 
great people and | love them to the ends of the Earth. All they wanted to do was provide a safe and loving 
home for me. And what did | do? Get stars in my eyes and try to run away to Hollywood. | can still hear my 
Mom's voice in my head. When youre eighteen When youre eighteen When youre eighteen, 


Thankfully all of us only had a few months to wait and, by Black Friday, we were all in packed into a rented van 
and heading west with the promise to call home every night. The next time | saw my family was twelve 
months later. 


